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Chapter 1 – The Question Everyone Asks

[image: ]


Nate Carter hated networking events.

Unfortunately, networking events seemed to love him.

The irony wasn't lost on him as he stood near the entrance of the modern art gallery, holding a glass of sparkling water and pretending to study a large abstract painting.

The painting consisted mostly of blue lines crossing over one another in seemingly random directions.

The small plaque beside it explained that it represented "the interconnected nature of human identity."

Nate stared at it for several seconds.

"I think it looks like spilled spaghetti."

The voice beside him made him smile.

"That's exactly what I was thinking."

A woman standing nearby laughed.

"I've been staring at this thing for ten minutes trying to understand it."

"Any luck?" Nate asked.

"Not even a little."

They shared a brief smile before the woman wandered toward another display.

Nate returned his attention to the painting.

Truthfully, he wasn't here for the art.

His design agency had contributed promotional materials for the exhibition, and his business partner had convinced him that attending would be good for future clients.

Good for business.

That phrase alone had gotten him through countless uncomfortable evenings.

He checked his phone.

Only thirty minutes had passed.

Wonderful.

Two more hours to go.

The gallery occupied the renovated top floor of an old warehouse downtown. Large windows overlooked the city skyline while soft jazz drifted through the room.

Groups of guests mingled around displays of paintings, sculptures, and photography.

Everyone looked comfortable.

Everyone looked confident.

Everyone seemed to know exactly where they belonged.

Nate often felt like he had missed the lesson where everyone else learned that secret.

At thirty-two years old, he had a successful career, good friends, and a life that looked stable from the outside.

Yet certain questions still followed him everywhere.

Questions that became more exhausting every year.

His thoughts were interrupted when someone approached him.

"Nate?"

He turned.

For a moment he didn't recognize the woman standing before him.

Then her smile triggered a memory.

"Olivia?"

She laughed.

"Wow. It took you a second."

"It's been years."

"Six years."

"Seriously?"

She nodded.

"Seriously."

Nate shook his head in disbelief.

Olivia Bennett had been one of his closest friends during university.

After graduation, life had pulled them in different directions.

Careers.

Moves.

Relationships.

The usual reasons friendships faded despite good intentions.

Yet standing here now felt strangely natural.

Like no time had passed at all.

"You look great," Olivia said.

"So do you."

And she did.

Her dark hair fell just past her shoulders, and her confident smile remained exactly as he remembered.

Only now there was a maturity to her that hadn't existed during their college years.

"You still designing?"

"Yep."

"You always said you'd start your own agency."

"I finally did."

She grinned.

"I knew you would."

"And you?"

"I'm a journalist now."

His eyebrows rose.

"Really?"

"For almost eight years."

"Look at us becoming adults."

Olivia laughed.

"I still don't feel like one."

They moved toward a quieter corner of the gallery.

Conversation flowed effortlessly.

They caught up on careers, mutual friends, and the years that had disappeared between them.

For the first time all evening, Nate found himself genuinely enjoying the event.

"You know," Olivia said, "I almost didn't come tonight."

"Why?"

"I've been covering a political corruption story for three months."

"Sounds stressful."

"It is."

"So this is your night off?"

"Basically."

He smiled.

"I'm honored you spent it mocking abstract art with me."

"Someone had to."

They both laughed.

For a while, everything felt easy.

Then another guest joined them.

A man Olivia apparently knew from previous events.

Introductions were exchanged.

The conversation started normally.

Work.

Current projects.

The exhibition.

Nothing unusual.

Then, without warning, the discussion shifted.

"So, Nate," the man said casually, "are you here with your girlfriend?"

Nate felt the familiar tension enter his shoulders.

The question itself wasn't offensive.

Simple enough.

Common enough.

Yet he knew what usually came next.

"No," he replied.

The man nodded.

"Oh."

A pause followed.

Then:

"Boyfriend?"

There it was.

The follow-up.

Always the follow-up.

Nate offered a polite smile.

"No."

The man's expression immediately became curious.

As though a puzzle had appeared before him.

"So..."

Olivia visibly winced.

She knew where this was heading.

Nate knew too.

The man tilted his head.

"Are you gay or straight?"

The question arrived so casually.

So naturally.

As if asking someone's favorite color.

Nate felt something sink inside him.

Not anger.

Not exactly.

Just exhaustion.

Years and years of exhaustion.

The same question.

Different people.

Different places.

Always the same expectation.

Choose.

Explain.

Define.

Clarify.

He managed a diplomatic smile.

"That's a complicated question."

The man laughed.

"Not really."

Olivia immediately spoke.

"Actually, it can be."

The man's smile faltered slightly.

Nate appreciated the rescue attempt.

Unfortunately, he had already grown accustomed to situations like this.

People wanted certainty.

Categories.

Clear answers.

Life rarely cooperated.

Especially when it came to attraction.

Especially when it came to identity.

Especially when it came to him.

The conversation eventually shifted elsewhere.

A few minutes later the man excused himself.

The moment he disappeared, Olivia groaned.

"Please tell me people don't still ask you that."

Nate laughed humorlessly.

"All the time."

"Seriously?"

"Seriously."

Her expression softened.

"I'm sorry."

"It's fine."

"No. It isn't."

He shrugged.

"I think people are usually trying to understand."

"There's a difference between curiosity and entitlement."

Nate considered that.

Maybe she was right.

The problem wasn't always the question itself.

It was the expectation attached to it.

The assumption that everyone owed the world a neat explanation.

A label.

A category.

A definitive answer.

"You know what's funny?" he said.

"What?"

"The older I get, the less interested I am in explaining myself."

Olivia nodded slowly.

"I understand that."

Something about her tone caught his attention.

A familiarity.

A recognition.

As though she understood more than she was saying.

Before he could ask, another group approached her.

Apparently several journalists were attending the exhibition.

Olivia apologized and promised to return shortly.

Nate assured her it was fine.

As she disappeared into conversation, he wandered toward the large windows overlooking the city.

The skyline glittered beneath the evening sky.

Cars moved like streams of light below.

From up here everything looked orderly.

Simple.

Nothing like real life.

His reflection stared back at him from the glass.

Thirty-two years old.

Still unsure how to answer questions that seemed effortless for everyone else.

Growing up, he had assumed clarity would arrive with age.

That eventually he'd wake up one morning and know exactly who he was.

Exactly what category he belonged in.

Exactly which label fit best.

Instead, life had become more complicated.

Not less.

His attraction had never followed predictable rules.

People fascinated him.

Connections fascinated him.

The person always mattered more than the label attached to them.

Unfortunately, society seemed obsessed with labels.

Sometimes friends assumed he was gay.

Sometimes people assumed he was straight.

Sometimes they insisted he was confused.

The only thing everyone seemed to agree on was that he needed to pick something.

Pick a side.

Pick a box.

Pick an answer.

As though human beings were that simple.

"Nate?"

He turned.

Olivia had returned.

"Escaping?"

"Trying to."

She smiled knowingly.

"I figured."

They stood together overlooking the city.

Comfortable silence settled between them.

The kind only old friends could share.

Finally Olivia spoke.

"You know, I spent years answering questions too."

Nate glanced at her.

"What kind of questions?"

She smiled faintly.

"The kind that start with people assuming they already know who you are."

Something in her expression suggested a story.

A significant one.

But before she could continue, an announcement echoed through the gallery.

The exhibition organizer was beginning a presentation.

Guests slowly gathered around the central display.

Olivia sighed.

"Duty calls."

"I suppose we should pretend to be interested."

"Pretending is one of my professional skills."

They laughed.

As they joined the crowd, Nate found himself unexpectedly grateful for the evening.

Not because of the exhibition.

Not because of networking.

But because an old friend had reappeared at exactly the right moment.

For the first time in a long while, he felt like someone genuinely understood the frustration he carried.

He didn't know it yet.

But that reunion would change far more than a single evening.

It would eventually lead him toward people who would challenge everything he believed about identity, love, and the labels society insisted upon.

And for the first time in his life, he would begin asking a different question.

Not who he was supposed to be.

But who he wanted to be.

The answer would change everything.
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Chapter 2 – A Familiar Face
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The following week passed faster than Nate expected.

Between client meetings, design revisions, and endless emails, he barely had time to think about the gallery exhibition.

Yet Olivia crossed his mind more often than he anticipated.

Reconnecting with an old friend had felt surprisingly natural.

Comforting, even.

Some friendships disappeared because they were meant to.

Others simply paused.

His friendship with Olivia seemed to belong in the second category.

On Thursday afternoon, his phone buzzed.

A message appeared.

Olivia:
Coffee this Saturday?
Nate smiled.

Nate:
Sure. Same city. Same planet. Should be manageable.
Three dots appeared.

Olivia:
Smartass.
Nate:
You knew that already.
Olivia:
Meet me at Riverside Café at two. I'm bringing someone.
Nate:
Should I be worried?
Olivia:
Absolutely.
Nate laughed.

The exchange felt exactly like their university days.

For the rest of the afternoon, he found himself looking forward to Saturday more than he cared to admit.



The café sat near the riverfront, occupying a converted brick building with large windows and outdoor seating.

Saturday arrived warm and sunny.

By the time Nate arrived, the place was already busy.

He spotted Olivia immediately.

She sat at a table near the window.

Across from her sat a woman he didn't recognize.

As Nate approached, Olivia waved.

"There he is."

The woman turned.

Nate's first impression was confidence.

Not arrogance.

Not attention-seeking.

Just someone completely comfortable existing exactly as she was.

Short dark hair framed sharp features.

A camera rested beside her coffee cup.

Her relaxed posture suggested she belonged anywhere she chose to sit.

"Nate," Olivia said.

"Meet Rhia."

The woman smiled.

"Nice to finally meet you."

Nate blinked.

"Finally?"

"Oh, I've heard about you."

He looked at Olivia.

"Should I be concerned?"

"Very."

Rhia laughed.

"I promise most of the stories were flattering."

"Most?"

"About sixty percent."

Nate pulled out a chair.

"I'll take those odds."

Almost immediately, conversation began flowing.

It surprised him how quickly it happened.

Some people required effort.

Small talk.

Awkward pauses.

Careful navigation.

This wasn't like that.

Within minutes, they were teasing each other as though they'd known one another for months.

"So you're the famous graphic designer," Rhia said.

"I don't think anyone has ever used the word famous."

"Olivia does."

Nate looked at her.

"Really?"

"No."

"Traitor."

Olivia grinned.

"You'll survive."

The easy banter made something inside Nate relax.

For the first time all week, he wasn't thinking about deadlines or responsibilities.

He was simply enjoying himself.

Eventually his attention drifted toward the camera beside Rhia.

"Photographer?"

Rhia nodded.

"Mostly freelance work."

"What kind?"

"Portraits. Travel. Occasionally journalism."

Olivia groaned.

"Don't encourage her."

"Why not?"

"Because then she'll start showing us pictures."

"I heard that."

"You were supposed to."

Rhia immediately grabbed her phone.

"Oh, now I'm definitely showing pictures."

Olivia buried her face in her hands.

Nate laughed.

Within seconds, Rhia was displaying photographs.

And to Nate's surprise, they were incredible.

Not because of technical perfection.

Because of emotion.

Every image seemed to capture something authentic.

Something vulnerable.

A child laughing.

An elderly couple holding hands.

A street musician lost in performance.

The photographs felt alive.

"These are amazing," Nate said honestly.

Rhia looked genuinely pleased.

"Thank you."

"I mean it."

For a brief moment, the playful confidence disappeared.

In its place appeared something softer.

More vulnerable.

Then the moment passed.

"So," Rhia said.

"Olivia tells me you're impossible to categorize."

Nate nearly choked on his coffee.

"Excuse me?"

Olivia immediately looked guilty.

"Oh no."

"You told her about the gallery."

"I might have."

Rhia raised both hands.

"In her defense, she only mentioned it because she was angry on your behalf."

Nate leaned back.

"That's reassuring."

"It should be."

He shook his head, laughing.

The conversation inevitably drifted toward the awkward encounter at the exhibition.

When Nate finished recounting it, Rhia sighed dramatically.

"People really have no shame."

"You'd be surprised."

"I wouldn't."

Olivia nodded.

"Unfortunately."

Rhia stirred her coffee.

"I get similar questions."

Nate looked at her.

"You do?"

"Constantly."

"How?"

She laughed.

"Have you met people?"

"Fair point."

She leaned back.

"Apparently my refusal to explain myself confuses everyone."

"What do they ask?"

"The usual."

She began counting on her fingers.

"'Are you gay?'"

One finger.

"'Are you straight?'"

Another.

"'Are you secretly dating your best friend?'"

A third.

"'Why don't you just decide?'"

Nate winced.

"That one sounds familiar."

"Exactly."

Something shifted in the conversation.

The humor remained.

But underneath it existed recognition.

Shared experience.

Understanding.

For years, Nate had often
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